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ERNEST ORLANDO LAWRENCE

August 1, 1901-August 27, 1958

BY LUIS W. ALVAREZ

N HIS RELATIVELY short life of fifty-seven years, Ernest Or-
I lando Lawrence accomplished more than one might be-
lieve possible in a life twice as long. The important ingredients
of his success were native ingenuity and basic good judgment in
science, great stamina, an enthusiastic and outgoing personality,
and a sense of integrity that was overwhelming.

Many articles on the life and accomplishments of Ernest
Lawrence have been published, and George Herbert Childs
has written a book-length biography. This biographical mem-
oir, however, has not made use of any sources other than the
author’s memory of Ernest Lawrence and things learned from
Lawrence himself. A more balanced picture will emerge when
Herbert Childs’s biography is published; this sketch simply
shows how Ernest Lawrence looked to one of his many friends.

Lawrence was born in Canton, South Dakota, where his
father was superintendent of schools. When Lawrence was a
boy, his constant companion was Merle Tuve, who went on to
establish a reputation for scientific ingenuity and daring, much
like that of his boyhood chum. Together, Lawrence and Tuve
built and flew gliders, and they collaborated in the construction
of a very early short-wave radio transmitting station. This ex-
perience can be seen reflected in their later work—Lawrence
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At Minnesota, Lawrence came under the influence of Pro-
fessor W. F. G. Swann, and when Swann moved to Chicago and
then went on to Yale, Lawrence moved both times with him.
Lawrence received his Ph.D. degree at Yale, in 1925, and re-
mained there three years more, first as a National Research
Fellow, and finally as an assistant professor. From this period
of his formal training in physics, very little remained on the
surface in his later years. To most of his colleagues, Lawrence
appeared to have almost an aversion to mathematical thought.
He had a most unusual intuitive approach to involved physical
problems, and when explaining new ideas to him, one quickly
learned not to befog the issue by writing down the differential
equation that might appear to clarify the situation. Lawrence
would say something to the effect that he didn’t want to be
bothered by the mathematical details, but “explain the physics
of the problem to me.” One could live close to him for years,
and think of him as being almost mathematically illiterate, but
then be brought up sharply to see how completely he retained
his skill in the mathematics of classical electricity and magne-
tism. This was one of the few heritages he brought from his
apprenticeship with W. F. G. Swann and the Physics Depart-
ments of the 1920s. Almost everything that Lawrence did—and
more particularly, the way he did it—came from himself, not
from his teachers.

In 1928 Lawrence left Yale for Berkeley, where, two years
later at the age of twenty-nine, he became the youngest full pro-
fessor on the Berkeley faculty. It is difficult for one starting
on a scientific career today to appreciate the courage it took for
him to leave the security of a rich and distinguished university
and move into what was, by contrast, a small and only recently
awakened physics department. In later life, when he needed to
reassure himself that his judgment was good even though he
disagreed with the opinions of most of his friends, he would re-
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of the modern way of doing science. Element 103 was named
Lawrencium by his young associates who discovered it shortly
after his death. Also following his death, his friends endowed
the Lawrence Hall of Science, to which science teachers from
all over the country will come on year-long fellowships to
learn the most modern methods of teaching their subjects. The.
Lawrence Hall of Science will soon be in operation, just above
the Laboratory that Ernest Lawrence founded and nurtured
and loved for so long, and that is now appropriately known as
the Lawrence Radiation Laboratory.
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HONORS AND DISTINCTIONS

HONORARY DEGREES

Sc.D., University of South Dakota, 1936
Sc.D., Stevens Institute of Technology, 1937
Sc.D., Yale University, 1937

Sc.D., Princeton University, 1937

LL.D., University of Michigan, 1938

Sc.D., University of Chicago, 1941

Sc.D., Harvard University, 1941

Sc.D., Rutgers University, 1941

LL.D., University of Pennsylvania, 1942
Sc.D., McGill University, 1946

Sc.D., University of British Columbia, 1947
Sc.D., University of Southern California, 1949
Sc.D., University of San Francisco, 1949
LL.D., University of Glasgow, 1951

AWARDS AND MEDALS

Elliot Cresson Medal of Franklin Institute, 1957

Research Corporation Prize and Plaque, 1937

Comstock Prize of National Academy of Sciences, 1937

Hughes Medal of Royal Society (England), 1937

Nobel Prize in Physics, 1939

Duddell Medal of Royal Physical Society, 1940

William S. Dunn Award, American Legion, 1940

National Association of Manufacturers Award, 1940

Holley Medal, American Society of Mechanical Engineers, 1942

Copernican Citation, 1943

Wheeler Award, 1945

Medal for Merit, 1946

Medal of Trasenster, Association of Graduate Engineers, Uni-
versity of Liége, Belgium, 1947

Officer de 1a Légion d'Honneur, France, 1948

Phi Delta Epsilon Annual Service Award, 1948

William Proctor Prize of the Scientific Research Society of Amer-
ica, 1951
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